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Contours of  the Catholic Mind Julia Smucker
2QH\HDUDJRIROORZLQJDERXWVL[\HDUVRI ZLOO,ZRQ·W,DJRQL]LQJ,ÀQDOO\PDGHLWDOOWKHZD\LQWRWKH&DWKROLF&KXUFK
In my ongoing immersion into the Catholic world before and since (call it mystagogy, call it acculturation), I have observed a 
number of  interesting patterns I might characterize as quintessentially Catholic ways of  thinking. Of  course, this is emphatically 
not to say that all Catholics think alike – we’re as far spread all over the map as anybody, to be sure. And I am more and more 
convinced that there is no such thing as a typical Catholic. And yet, paradoxically, there are certain recognizable tendencies I’ve 
SLFNHGXSLQWKLVRGGO\IDVFLQDWLQJSURFHVVRI GHYHORSLQJD&DWKROLFPLQGVHYHUDORI ZKLFK,ÀQGVHHPWRVXLWPHVXUSULVLQJO\
well. Here are a few of  those tendencies as observed after a year of  being Catholic.
The very long view. The Catholic left (and occasionally the right, if  you get them going on the right issues) may get easily 
impatient with the pace at which the Catholic Church moves, but one thing I’ve noticed at all levels on which the church oper-
ates and across whatever spectrum you can name: Catholics think in centuries. There is a frequency with which we can talk in 
historical terms, rather than merely from the vantage point of  an individual lifetime – can talk of, say, 50 or 100 or 200 years 
as not being a very long time. It’s as though, even when we lose sight of  the broader picture, the whole church’s history is still 
inescapably there, hovering somewhere in the back of  our minds.
7KHERWKDQG0D\EH LWFRPHV IURPFHQWXULHVRI QDYLJDWLQJEHWZHHQRYHUVLPSOLÀFDWLRQV WDNH WKHHDUO\&KULVWRORJLFDO
heresies as a case in point), but Catholic thought, in all its beautiful and frustrating variety, has all kinds of  room for nuance, 
and much less room for either/or dualisms. Regrettably, many Catholics seem to be keeping a pretty tenuous grip on this one. 
At times we seem hopelessly polarized – but even amidst the polarities, the “Catholic both/and” will occasionally slip in, like an 
unconscious habit. Maybe that’s exactly what it is. We desperately need to recover it to our Catholic consciousness.
Tradition is a living process. And one we can’t escape. Catholics use the word “traditional” the way Protestants use the 
word “biblical”: as a sort of  measuring rod for theological one-upmanship. We all want to show how the term really applies most 
IXOO\DQGUREXVWO\WRRXURZQSRVLWLRQ$JDLQUHJUHWWDEO\WKHPRUHFRQYHQWLRQDODQGOLPLWLQJGHÀQLWLRQRI WUDGLWLRQDVDQDE-
sence of, or aversion to, change (whether spoken of  favorably or unfavorably), sometimes makes its way into Catholic semantics 
and clashes with the more traditional understanding.
So is conversion. What Catholics might call the “conversion process” is similar to what some of  the Mennonite circles I 
grew up in, and still deeply appreciate, would call the “faith journey.” To tell of  my conversion would be to tell of  my whole life. 
,WZRXOGQRWEHXQWUXHWRVD\WKDWERWKP\EDSWLVPDQGP\FRQÀUPDWLRQZHUHFOLPDFWLFFRQYHUVLRQH[SHULHQFHVEXWMXVWDVHV-
sential were the gradual conversions leading up to those decisions, as well as all the subsequent inexhaustible unpacking of  those 
very live moments. In either case, given the amount of  time and energy it takes me to decide just about anything, I’m grateful I 
wasn’t required to pinpoint one “conversion moment.” For us it’s not about one decisive moment when you “get saved” so that 
you can someday go to heaven, but about being in the process of  being saved so that, to borrow phrasing from my days in RCIA, 
your whole life is God getting you in shape to “do heaven” – because “heaven isn’t just a place you go, it’s something you do.”
+HOGWRJHWKHUE\ULWXDO&DWKROLFVUHFRJQL]HWKHSRZHURI V\PEROZKHWKHUFRQVFLRXVO\RUQRW2QHRI WKHÀUVWWKLQJV,
UHPHPEHUQRWLFLQJZKHQ,EHJDQDWWHQGLQJ0DVVUHJXODUO\ZDVWKDWLW·VIXOORI V\PEROV²HYHU\ULWXDODFWLRQKDVDVLJQLÀFDQFH
beyond itself. And gradually, through liturgical immersion, I came to believe in the presence that supersaturates these symbols 
and makes them more than symbolic. The Eucharist, above all, is more than a symbol, but certainly not less than one. I’ve heard 
it said that Catholics can’t agree on anything except the Eucharist. And we can’t always agree on the best way to talk about the 
(XFKDULVW%XWLWGUDZVXV$QGE\VRPHJUHDWKRO\P\VWHU\LWKROGVXVWRJHWKHU
Liturgy is plurality/LWXUJ\LVFRPPXQDOE\LWVYHU\QDWXUH$QGDOOWKURXJKRXWWKH&DWKROLFOLWXUJ\ZHSUD\LQWKHÀUVW
person plural – the “Catholic we,” as I’ve heard it called. “We worship you … we believe … our Father … have mercy on us.” 
This is not just about God and me. It’s about God and all of  us together. Even the “I confess,” a rare liturgical act in the singular, 
would make no sense at all without the community of  faith being present. In that sense, it may actually be the most communal 
thing we ever say.  
In all of  this, I am amazed and humbled, sometimes frustrated, but always profoundly grateful to be a part of  this “we,” this 
big tent, this crazy parade. It’s been a wild ride so far – and it’s far from over.       
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